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1
METHOD AND SYSTEM FOR ACTIVATING
AT LEAST ONE TRIGGERING ELEMENT
FOR A PASSENGER PROTECTION MEANS

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION

1. Field of the Invention

The present invention is directed to a method and a device
for activating at least one triggering element for a passenger
protection means.

2. Description of the Related Art

Passenger protection systems known from the related art
do not have a firing mode for activation circuits having low-
energy actuators (LEA). These magnetic actuators are used,
for example, for triggering of roll bars, in head protection
systems for convertibles and/or for triggering of devices for
raising engine hoods in pedestrian protection systems.

Use of known firing modes for pyrotechnic airbag actua-
tors according to the valid safety requirements using firing
currents of 1.2 A and a pulse duration of 2 ms or 1.75 A and
having a pulse duration of 0.5 ms does not meet the safety
requirements for low-energy actuators (LEA), which require
acurrent in the range of 1.5 A to 2.2 A having a pulse duration
in the range of 1.0 ms to 1.5 ms. Furthermore, a total activa-
tion time period of 3 ms is necessary to also enable the gradual
current rise of the inductive low-energy actuators (LEA) even
atalow energy reserve voltage or battery voltage. Approaches
known in the past have used discrete high-side output stages,
for example, for triggering such circuits having low-energy
actuators (LEA). Alternatively, special approaches having
reduced requirements due to known pyrotechnic firing modes
are satisfied by integrated high-side output stages. At a cur-
rent of 1.5 to 2.2 A, simple implementation of the longer
activation time period (3 ms) significantly increases the size
of an integrated high-side output stage designed for a known
pyrotechnic firing circuit.

Published German Patent Application document DE 10
2009 027 918 Al, for example, describes a system and a
method for activating at least one triggering element for a
passenger protection means. The system described there
includes a high-side circuit, which establishes a first connec-
tion from an energy source to the at least one triggering
element and a low-side circuit, which establishes a second
connection from the at least one triggering element to ground.
In addition, a regulation which regulates a tripping current for
the at least one triggering element is provided, this regulation
being associated with the high-side circuit and/or the low-side
circuit. Furthermore, the high-side circuit and the low-side
circuit each have two output stages, which are connected in
parallel for regulation of the tripping current, per triggering
element, at least one of the at least two output stages having a
current regulation and one or multiple transistors connected
in parallel. Scaling is possible by the parallelization of the
output stages, i.e., higher and longer tripping current pulses
are implemented with two or multiple output stages con-
nected in parallel. The tripping current pulses result in firing
of a firing device or in magnetic actuation of a passenger
protection means.

BRIEF SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION

The method and device according to the present invention
for activating at least one triggering element for a passenger
protection means have the advantage over the related art that
an additional firing mode for electromagnetic firing circuits,
which have essentially inductive triggering elements,
so-called low-energy actuators (LEA), is provided in an inte-
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grated high-side control circuit for pyrotechnic firing circuits
having essentially ohmic triggering elements, without
increasing the size of the required circuit surface area of the
integrated high-side output stage.

Specific embodiments of the present invention monitor the
properties of the various firing circuit loads of a largely ohmic
pyrotechnic firing circuit with respect to a massively induc-
tive firing circuit having low-energy actuators (LEA) in an
advantageous manner in such a way that a largely area-neutral
integration of the high-side output stage is possible. The
layout of an integrated high-side output stage with regard to
surface area depends mainly on the power loss and energy
loss experienced by the output stage in the event of a short
circuit during a firing operation. The converted energy is
introduced into the thermal capacity of the output stage,
which is determined by the required silicon surface area and
is dissipated via the effect of heat dissipation over time.
Because of the high firing rate, the effect of the dissipation is
effectual only with a delay. An output stage approximately
1.76 times larger is required to cover the activation of the
inductive firing circuit at approximately the same limit energy
per unit of integrated surface area than for activation of the
ohmic firing circuit. However, this increase in surface area is
prevented by specific embodiments of the present invention.

For the inductive firing circuit having a magnetic low-
energy actuator (LEA), the activation time period is selected
to be longer only because the current in such an inductive
circuit, in particular during activation from an automotive
battery, requires a long rise time for reaching the minimum
activation current. If the inductive firing circuit is short-cir-
cuited to ground in the event of a fault during activation on the
positive side, then there is no longer any mentionable induc-
tance in the firing circuit since the current no longer flows
through the low-energy actuator (LEA). In this case, the
energy input into the high-side output stage is greatest since
the current immediately assumes a maximum value, which
persists over a longer time period. By tying the current moni-
toring into the output stage design with respect to shutdown,
it is possible to achieve a significant reduction in the energy
converted in the output stage after establishing a criterion for
the duration of the activation current without violating the
safety requirements for the inductive firing circuit. If a regular
inductance is present in the firing circuit, the current requires
a rise time predefined by this inductance and the available
energy reserve voltage, to reach the target current or to lose it
again after the shutdown via a free-wheeling diode in parallel
with the magnetic switch. The output stage is therefore con-
ductively controlled initially for a set minimum activation
time period in the case of an existing inductive firing circuit.
After the end of the minimum activation time period, the
high-side output stage is deactivated within a maximum acti-
vation time period as soon as the predefined time criterion has
been met. If the additional time criterion is not met, the
high-side output stage is deactivated at the end of the maxi-
mum activation time period. The minimum activation time
period here also corresponds to the predefined time criterion.
This means that the high-side output stage may be dimen-
sioned to be the same as when used for an ohmic firing pellet
due to the more intelligent activation for an inductive firing
circuit described here.

Specific embodiments of the present invention provide a
method for activating at least one triggering element for a
passenger protection means, including a high-side control
circuit, which establishes a first connection from an energy
source to the at least one triggering element, a low-side con-
trol circuit, which establishes a second connection from the at
least one triggering element to ground, and a regulating
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device for regulating a firing current for the at least one
triggering element. According to the present invention, mul-
tiple firing modes are provided, of which one firing mode is
selected as a function of a connected triggering element. In a
first firing mode, a first firing current having a first time
characteristic is generated for an essentially ohmic triggering
element, and in a second firing mode, a second firing current
having a second time characteristic is generated for an essen-
tially inductive triggering element, a current monitoring func-
tion being implemented, which generates at least one control
signal, which limits the firing current output as a function of
the instantaneous firing mode.

Furthermore, a system for activating at least one triggering
element for a passenger protection means is provided, which
includes a high-side control circuit, which establishes a first
connection from an energy source to the at least one trigger-
ing element, a low-side control circuit, which establishes a
second connection from the at least one triggering element to
ground and a regulating device for regulating a firing current
for the at least one triggering element. According to the
present invention, multiple firing modes are provided, an
evaluation and control unit selecting a firing mode for a con-
nected triggering element in response to a presetting, gener-
ating in a first firing mode a first firing current having a first
time characteristic for an essentially ohmic triggering ele-
ment and generating in a second firing mode a second firing
current having a second time characteristic for an essentially
inductive triggering element, the evaluation and control unit
carrying out a current monitoring function and generating at
least one control signal, which limits the firing current output
in time as a function of the instantaneous firing mode.

It is advantageous in particular that in the first firing mode,
a first control signal having a constant first activation time
period is generated and applied to the regulating device for
regulating the first firing current. The first firing mode may
therefore be used for activating ohmic triggering elements
which do not cause any significant delays in the rising edges
or falling edges of the firing current.

In an advantageous embodiment of the method according
to the present invention, a second control signal having a
variable activation time period is generated in the second
firing mode and is applied to the regulating device for regu-
lating the second firing current. The second control signal is
preferably generated in the second firing mode by a logic
combination of the at least two additional control signals. A
maximum activation time period of the second control signal
may be predefined by a third control signal, for example, and
aminimum activation time period of the second control signal
may be predefined by a fourth control signal, for example. In
addition, a fifth control signal may be generated from an
output signal of a monitoring device, the second control sig-
nal optionally being generated by a combination of the fifth
control signal with the third and fourth control signals having
an activation time period which is between the minimum
activation time period and the maximum activation time
period. In the event of a fault, the activation time period may
advantageously be reduced to the minimum activation time
period by the variable activation time period in order to pre-
vent the energy loss from being too high.

In an advantageous embodiment of the system according to
the present invention, the evaluation and control unit may, in
the first firing mode, generate a first control signal having a
constant first activation time period via the current monitor-
ing function and apply it to the regulating device for regulat-
ing the first firing current.

In another advantageous embodiment of the system
according to the present invention, the evaluation and control
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unit may, in the second firing mode, generate a second control
signal having a variable activation time period and apply it to
the regulating device for regulating the second firing current.
The evaluation and control unit may preferably, in the second
firing mode, generate the second control signal by a logic
combination of the at least two additional control signals; a
maximum activation time period of the second control signal
may be predefined by a third control signal, and a minimum
activation time period of the second control signal may be
predefined by a fourth control signal. In addition, the evalu-
ation and control unit may generate a fifth control signal from
an output signal of the monitoring device and, by combining
the fifth control signal with the third and fourth control sig-
nals, may generate the second control signal having a activa-
tion time period, which is between the minimum activation
time period and the maximum activation time period.

Exemplary embodiments of the present invention are illus-
trated in the drawings and are explained in greater detail in the
following description. The same reference numerals in the
drawings denote the components and elements which carry
out the same and similar functions.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS

FIG. 1 shows a schematic block diagram of one exemplary
embodiment of a system according to the present invention
for activating at least one triggering element.

FIG. 2 shows a schematic block diagram of one exemplary
embodiment of a high-side control circuit for the system
according to the present invention for activating at least one
triggering element from FIG. 1.

FIG. 3 shows a schematic characteristic diagram of control
signals in the high-side control circuit from FIG. 2 and a
corresponding first firing current in a first firing mode.

FIG. 4 shows a schematic characteristic diagram of control
signals in the high-side control circuit from FIG. 2 and a
corresponding second firing current in a second firing mode.

FIG. 5 shows a schematic characteristic diagram of control
signals in the high-side control circuit from FIG. 2 and a
corresponding firing current curve during a fault in the second
firing mode.

FIG. 6 shows a schematic characteristic diagram of control
signals in the high-side control circuit from FIG. 2 and a
corresponding firing current curve during a worst case faultin
the second firing mode.

DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF THE INVENTION

As is apparent from FIGS. 1 and 2, the exemplary embodi-
ment shown here includes a system 1 for activating at least
one triggering element LEA, ZP for a passenger protection
means and includes an activation circuit 5 having a high-side
control circuit 100, which establishes a first connection from
an energy source ER to the at least one triggering element
LEA, ZP, and a low-side control circuit 200, which estab-
lishes a second connection from the at least one triggering
element LEA, ZP to ground. In the exemplary embodiment
shown here, an inductive triggering element LEA is con-
nected to corresponding output contacts (+), (=) of activation
circuit 5. Furthermore, a free-wheeling diode FD is connected
in parallel to inductive triggering element LEA. Alternatively,
an ohmic triggering element ZP, which is shown with dotted
lines and is designed as a firing pellet, for example, may be
connected to the two output contacts (+), (-) of activation
circuit 5. High-side control circuit 100 includes a high-side
output stage 20, a regulating device 30 for regulating a firing
current I, .. ,, I for the at least one triggering element LEA,
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ZP and a monitoring device 40 for monitoring firing current
1, z4> Lyp for the at least one triggering element LEA, ZP.

According to the present invention, multiple firing modes
are provided, an evaluation and control unit 50 selecting a
firing mode for a connected triggering element LEA, ZP in
response to a presetting, and in a first firing mode, generating
a first firing current I, having a first time characteristic for
essentially ohmic triggering element ZP, and in a second
firing mode, generating a second firing current I, ., having a
second time characteristic for essentially inductive triggering
element LEA. Evaluation and control unit 50 here carries out
a current monitoring function and generates at least one con-
trol signal S,, S,, which limits output firing current I, I, -,
in time as a function of the instantaneous firing mode.

As is also apparent from FIGS. 1 and 2, high-side output
stage 20 in the exemplary embodiment shown here has two
MOSFET power switches T and T, which are configured as
a current balancing circuit. A sense resistor R is situated in
the branch of a sense transistor T for the current measure-
ment, a sense current I flowing through this sense resistor as
a defined part of firing current 1., I, ,, so that a voltage
corresponding to firing current 1., I, -, drops across sense
resistor R. This voltage may be evaluated via at least one
comparator R1, C1, for example, which is designed as an
operational amplifier. Sense current [ flowing through sense
transistor T and a current I, flowing through transistor T are
added at the output of high-side output stage 20 to firing
current I, I, ., which is conducted through triggering ele-
ment LEA, ZP to low-side control circuit 200.

In the exemplary embodiment shown here, the voltage
dropping across sense resistor R is evaluated by a first com-
parator R1 which, as a regulator, is part of regulating device
30 and compares the voltage which represents firing current
15, 1; z, with a voltage which drops across a regulating resis-
tor Rz and represents a regulating reference current I . First
comparator R1, which is designed as a regulator, generates a
corresponding regulating signal for MOSFET power
switches T and T for regulating firing current 1,5, I, - ,. The
volume resistances of two MOSFET power switches Tand T
are adjusted as a function of the regulating signal of regulator
R1 to generate the desired firing current 1., I, - ,. Further-
more, regulating device 30 has a first adjustable current
source 32 for presetting a regulating reference current I 5. In
addition, in the exemplary embodiment shown here, the volt-
age dropping across sense resistor R ¢ is evaluated by a second
comparator C1, which is part of monitoring device 40 and
compares the voltage representing firing current 1., I, .,
with a voltage which drops across a monitoring resistor R, ,»
and represents a monitoring regulating reference current I, .
Second comparator C1 generates a starting signal for a
counter Z1 when the voltage representing firing current I,
1; 2, is equal to or greater than the voltage representing the
monitoring reference current I, .. Furthermore, second com-
parator C1 generates a stop signal for counter Z1 when the
voltage representing firing current 15, I, -, is less than the
voltage representing the monitoring reference current I, .
Counter Z1 operates using a predefined clock signal Clk
having a frequency of 40 kHz, for example. Furthermore,
monitoring device 40 has a second adjustable current source
42 for presetting a monitoring reference current I, 5. Second
adjustable current source 42 and counter Z1 are used to check
on whether predefined time criteria are met. Thus, for
example, it is possible to check on whether a firing current
15, 1; z, having a predefined amperage has been output for a
predefined time period.

As is also apparent from FIGS. 1 and 2, evaluation and
control unit 50 includes a signal generator 52 for generating
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6

control signals S, S,,..,,> S, a1d a control logic 54 having a
comparator V1 and multiple gates G1, G2, G3 for generating
a control signal S, and for output of a control signal for first
adjustable current source 32. Evaluation and control unit 50
here outputs a first control signal S, as the control signal for
adjustable current source 32 as a function of a firing mode
control signal S, , when the essentially ohmic triggering ele-
ment ZP is connected. Thus, for example, a first logic state of
firing mode control signal S_,, may represent the first firing
mode in which a first control signal S, is output as the control
signal for adjustable current source 32, and a second logic
state of firing mode control signal S_,, may represent the
second firing mode, for example, in which second control
signal S, is output as the control signal for adjustable current
source 32. Furthermore, a selection logic 10 is provided,
which generates additional firing mode control signals S, ,,,
S s Soass as a function of firing mode control signal S, , to
select a first or second control signal S,, S, via a multiplexer
(3, to adjust a required amplitude for first adjustable current
source 32 for presetting of regulating reference current I,
and for second adjustable current source 42 for presetting of
monitoring reference current 1, and also to activate signal
generator 52 to generate control signals S, S, S . to
activate comparator V1 to output a control signal S; ., and to
activate counter Z1 as a function of the selected firing mode
accordingly.

Evaluation and control unit 50 generates first control signal
S, at a constant first activation time period t; and applies it to
regulating device 30 for regulating first firing current [ .. If
essentially inductive triggering element LEA is connected,
then evaluation and control unit 50 outputs, as a function of
firing mode control signal S, ,, a second control signal S, as
the control signal for adjustable current source 32. Evaluation
and control unit 50 generates second control signal S, having
a variable activation time period t, and applies it to regulating
device 30 for regulating second firing current I, -,. As is
additionally apparent from FIG. 2, evaluation and control unit
50 generates a second control signal S, in the second firing
mode through a logic combination of at least two additional
controlsignals S, .. S, . S; -, A maximum activation time
periodt,,, of second control signal S, is predefined here by a
third control signal S,,,,, and a minimum activation time
period t,.,, of second control signal S, is predefined by a
fourth control signal S,,,,,,. Furthermore, evaluation and con-
trol unit 50 generates a fifth control signal S; ., from an
output signal of monitoring device 40, in particular from an
output signal of counter Z1. Fifth control signal S, ., repre-
sents the instantaneous content of counter Z1 and is set to a
first logic level with the start of counter Z1, for example, and
is reset to a second logic level on reaching a predefined time
threshold value. By combining fifth control signal S; .., with
third and fourth control signals S,,,., S, evaluation and
control unit 50 generates second control signal S, having an
activation time period t,, which is between the minimum and
maximum activation time periods t,,,;,., 1.,

In the first firing mode, because of the usual tolerances, a
typical regulating current I, of approximately 1.55 A is
required for an ensured monitoring of a minimum firing cur-
rent I, of 1.2 A according to the valid safety requirements.
The precise value depends on the tolerances of specific semi-
conductor processes. In the exemplary embodiment shown
here, the firing current regulating range is between 1.4 and 1.7
A in the first firing mode, and the firing current monitoring
range is in the range of 1.2 to 1.4 A.

Furthermore, in the first and second firing modes, counter
71 and comparator V1 are used in combination with a
memory (not shown) to document the course of first and
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second firing currents 1., I, .,, so that after a crash the
sequence of the firing process with the duration and ampli-
tude of an actual firing current 1,5, 1; -, may be checked.

The two-dimensional layout of an integrated activation
circuit 5 depends mainly on the power loss and energy loss
which activation circuit 5 experiences in the event of a short
circuit during a firing procedure. FIGS. 1 and 2 illustrate the
condition which represents activation circuit 5 dimensioned
in the surface area using dotted lines and shows a short circuit
of the first output contact (+) to ground. A maximum firing
current I, is obtained in the first firing mode from a
specific minimum firing current of 1.4 A multiplied times a
tolerance factor, which includes current regulating tolerances
and/or current detection tolerances. In the exemplary embodi-
ment illustrated here, the tolerance factor corresponds to a
value of approximately 1.42.

A maximum power loss P, ., of activation circuit 5 is
obtained in the first firing mode from maximum firing current
L ax(zp) multiplied times a maximum firing voltage U,,,,..
Maximum energy loss B, » of activation circuit 5 is
obtained from maximum power loss P, » multiplied
times maximum activation time t,,, . For a maximum firing
voltage U, of 20V, for example, a maximum power loss
P, ux(zp) in the first firing mode is obtained according to equa-
tion (1), and a maximum energy loss E,,..» is obtained
according to equation (2):

P22y~ Tnanizor* Upman=1  T2AX20V=34.4W o)

@

The converted energy is introduced into the thermal capac-
ity of activation circuit 5, which is determined by the required
surface area of silicon and dissipated via the effect of heat
dissipation over time. Because of the high firing rate, the
effect of the dissipation is effectual only with a delay.

According to the effective heat model, itholds according to
equations (3) and (4):

L, oxzPy =P rmax(zpy$tmax=34-4AWx2ms=68.8mWs

Effective output stage energy=IxUxdix fe”“ 9711

e 2Ty

3

IxUxdtxE(e 9T 1oy

Q)

where n=1 to Ta=nxdt, Ta=activation time period and T=time
constant of the heat dissipation (assumption=5 ms); this
yields on the average a heat dissipation E_WL,, according
to equation (5) for the first firing mode.

E_WL 7p7=(E e zpy 2 )% (1 —e T T)=

34.4mWsx(1-e 2™9>5)=11.3mWs (3)

Worstcase energy By, aesignize), Whichmust be borne by

activation circuit 5 in the first firing mode, is calculated
according to equation (6) as follows:

Eiic_design(zPy~Emax(zey~E_WL7py=68 mWs—

11.3mWs=56.7mWs (6)

For this energy, the surface area of integrated activation
circuit 5 is to be or has already been dimensioned according to
the related art.

For the second firing mode, a maximum firing current
Laxczia) 18 obtained for activation circuit 5 from specified
minimum firing current I, o, of 1.5 A multiplied times the
tolerance factor, which has a value of approximately 1.42, as
mentioned above. In the second firing mode, maximum
power loss P, . of activation circuit 5 is obtained from
maximum firing current L,,, ..., z ., multiplied times maximum
firing voltage U, .., which is preset as approximately 20V in
the present exemplary embodiment. According to equation
(7), a maximum power 10ss P, x4, is thus obtained in the
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second firing mode, and in the absence of the present inven-
tion, a maximum energy loss B, ; z ., 1s obtained according
to equation (8):

Pty T Uy X 2. 18AX20 V=42.8W )

E, x4y PrnaxXtmax=42.6Wx3ms=127.8 mWs (®)

For the second firing mode, this yields on the average a heat
dissipation E_WL,; ., according to equation (9):

E—I/VL(LEA):(Emw/z)X(1_67Ta/T):

83.8mWsx(1-e~>"¥>ma)=28 8mWs ©)

The worst case energy By, sesignz s, Which must be
borne by activation circuit 5 in the second firing mode in the
absence of the present invention, is calculated according to
equation (10):

Elimitidesign(LEA): max(LEA)_Ef

WL gz.4-127.8mWs-28.8mWs=100mWs (10)

At approximately the same limit energy per integrated unit
of'surface area, a larger activation circuit 5 by a factor of 1.76
is necessary to cover the second firing mode in the absence of
the present invention (B, vesgnrayEumie designizry™
1.76).

This increase in surface area is preventable through spe-
cific embodiments of the present invention. The difference in
this regard between first triggering element ZP, designed as an
ohmic firing pellet, and second triggering element LEA,
designed as a magnetic low-energy actuator, is considered for
this purpose.

The functioning of activation circuit 5 is described below
with reference to FIGS. 3 through 6.

As is additionally apparent from FIG. 3, a first firing cur-
rent I, which has a square-wave form having an amplitude
of approximately 1.2 A and is output for maximal 2 ms, for
example, is necessary for activating first triggering element
ZP in the first firing mode. For this purpose, first control
signal S, is output to first triggering element ZP for a first
activation time period t; of 2 ms. In the worst case fault, i.e.,
in the event of a short circuit of the first output contact (+) to
ground, maximum firing current I, » is output to ground
in the first firing mode for first activation time period t, viathe
first output contact (+). As already explained above, present
activation circuit 5 is designed accordingly for this fault. In
the second firing mode, maximum activation time t, of 3 ms is
selected for second triggering element LEA, which is
designed as a magnetic low-energy actuator only for this
length of time because the current in an inductive circuit
requires a long rise timet,,, to reach minimum current I, ., of
1.5 A, in particular during activation from an automotive
battery having voltages of less than 12 V. In the normal case,
first triggering element ZP fires already after a much shorter
time period, for example, at the firing point in time t, depicted
here. By firing first triggering element ZP, the connection
between the output contacts (+), (-) is separated, so that a first
firing current I, no longer flows despite first applied control
signal S;.

If, in the worst case fault, the first output contact (+) is
short-circuited to ground in the second firing mode, then there
is no longer any mentionable inductance since the current no
longer flows through low-energy actuator LEA. In this case,
the energy introduced into activation circuit 5, as in the first
firing mode, is the greatest since the current immediately
assumes a regulating value between 1.5 A and 2.12 A essen-
tially without any rise time and the voltage across the output
stage has the value of the energy reserve voltage of 20V, for
example.
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Due to the integration according to the present invention of
current monitoring into activation circuit 5 and the corre-
sponding shutdown, after establishing the predefined crite-
rion that second firing current I, .., has exceeded a predefined
threshold value of 1.5 A, for example, for a predefined time
period of at least 1.5 ms, for example, a definite reduction in
the energy converted in activation circuit 5 is achievable,
without violating the safety requirements of second firing
current I, ., for activation of second triggering element LEA.
As is also apparent from FIG. 4, second firing current [, .-, in
the second firing mode requires a regular inductance LEA
situated in the firing circuit, and existing energy reserve volt-
age U, requires a predefined rise time period t,,, to reach the
target current between a threshold value of 1.5 A and a maxi-
mum value of 2.12 A or it requires a decay time t,, to lose the
current after shutdown via the free-wheeling diode. There-
fore, inthe second firing mode, a defined maximum activation
time period t,,,,, of 3 ms, for example, is made available for
activation circuit 5 via fourth control signal S, ., which is
generated by signal generator 52 having a pulse durationt,, .
of'3 ms and is applied to a first input of an AND gate G2. To
make available a minimum activation time period t,,,,, of 1.5
ms, for example, signal generator 52 generates a third control
signal S, having a pause time period t,,, of 1.5 ms and
applies it to a first input of a NAND gate G1. One output of
NAND gate (31 is thus connected to a second input of AND
gate G2, so that AND gate G2 outputs second control signal
S, having a high logic level for at least 1.5 ms, regardless of
the counter content of counter Z1, and applies this signal as a
control signal to first adjustable current source 32. In the
exemplary embodiment depicted here, this is accomplished
via an OR gate G3, which in the first firing mode applies a first
control signal S, to first adjustable current source 32 and in
the second firing mode applies a second control signal S,.
After the minimum activation time or minimum activation
time period t,,,,, of 1.5 ms has elapsed, high-side output stage
20 is deactivated within maximum time window t,,,, of 3 ms
as soon as the predefined criterion for second firing current
1; z, has been met, which is represented by fifth control signal
S; 54 As is apparent from FIG. 4, counter Z1 begins the
counting operation at point in time Z_,,,,, and fifth control
signal S; ., switches to a low logic level. After a minimum
activation time period t,,,,, of 1.5 ms has elapsed, third control
signal S, switches to a high logic level. However, since fifth
control signal S; ., remains at the low logic level until reach-
ing a predefined maximum counter content at point in time
Z.,,.» the output signal of NAND gate G1 remains at the high
logic level until point in time Z,,,,, and therefore second
control signal S, at the output of AND gate G2 also remains at
the high logic level.

According to the exemplary embodiment illustrated here,
there is a second triggering element LEA having an induc-
tance of approximately 3 mH in the firing circuit, and energy
reserve voltage Uy, is maximal 20 V. Minimum required
threshold value SW of 1.5 A for second firing current I, .., is
thus reached after approximately 300 ps. Counter 71 then
counts how long a second firing current I, ., having a value of
atleast 1.5 A is flowing. If counter Z1 of monitoring device 40
reaches atime value of 1.5 ms, then second triggering element
LEA is supplied with enough current according to the safety
requirements, i.e., it is admissible to shut down high-side
output stage 20 even before the triggered maximum activation
time period t,,, of 3 ms has elapsed. To increase the avail-
ability of high-side output stage 20, the shutdown occurs only
when the predefined criterion has been met, i.e., second firing
current I, ., has exceeded threshold value SW of 1.5 A for at
least 1.5 ms, and at the same time, total activation time t, of
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10
high-side output stage 20 was longer than 1.5 ms. Due to the
linkage of NAND gate G1 to AND gate G2, high-side output
stage 20 is activated for a sufficiently long period of time to
satisfy the predefined criterion, even in the event of a faulty
measurement.

If the first output contact (+) is short-circuited to ground in
the second firing mode in the worst case fault, then there is no
longer any mentionable inductance since the current no
longer flows through low-energy actuator LEA. In this case,
the energy input into activation circuit 5 is the greatest, as in
the first firing mode, since the current immediately assumes
the regulating value between 1.5 A and 2.12 A essentially
without any rise time, and the voltage across the output stage
has the value of the energy reserve voltage of 20 V, for
example. As is additionally apparent from FIG. 5, second
firing current I, .., reaches minimum required threshold value
SW of'1.5 A after a shorter time period since there is no longer
any inductance. Counter Z1 then counts how long a second
firing current I, -, ofatleast 1.5 A is flowing. If counter 71 of
monitoring device 40 reaches the time value of 1.5 ms, then
second triggering element LEA is thus adequately supplied
with current according to the safety requirements, i.e., a shut-
down of high-side output stage 20 is allowed even before
triggered maximum activation time period t,,,,. of 3 ms has
elapsed and the maximum energy loss is limited in the worst
case fault, i.e., in the event of a short circuit of the first output
contact (+) to ground.

FIG. 6 shows a maximum possible load case for activation
circuit 5 in the second firing mode. As is additionally apparent
from FIG. 6, the maximum load case of activation circuit 5
occurs in the second firing mode when a short circuit is
short-circuiting the first output contact (+) to ground imme-
diately before reaching the monitoring current limit of 1.5 A
and removes the inductance of second triggering element
LEA from the circuit and allows second firing current I, ., to
jump from 20 V, for example, to maximum second firing
current I, z4) 0f 2.12 A with almost no change in maxi-
mum energy reserve voltage Uz, of 20V, for example. This
condition then persists for an additional time period, which is
shorter than the predefined criterion of 1.5 ms and has a value
of'1.475 ms, for example, so that counter Z1 stops the count-
ing operation at pointin time Z,,.,, but fifth control signal S, ..,
remains at the low level, and the shutdown condition has not
yet been reached. This may hypothetically be caused by a
current reduction from 2.12 A to just below 1.5A (1.49 A) due
to a theoretical increase in resistance in the short-circuiting
circuit from previously 0Q to approximately 12, Q with a
current reduction from 2.12 A to just beneath 1.5 A. High-side
output stage 20 therefore also remains activated for the
remaining time period until reaching the maximum activation
time period t,,,, of 3 ms and delivers current into the short
circuit, but no longer at the upper tolerance limit of the regu-
lating current of 2.12 A. Maximum possible energy loss
B, axtz 4y, Tor this hypothetical fault according to equation
(11) is made up of the sum of the energy loss during the
current rise in the second triggering element (300 uS) and the
energy loss during the 0Q short circuit at the first output
contact (+) to ground for 1.475 ms and the energy loss during
the 12€2 short circuit at the first output contact (+) to ground
for 1.225 ms.

Epanzzays=0-T5VX(L5 A/2)x0.8ms+20Vx2.12Ax

1.47ms+1.62V+1.498 Ax1.08x1.225ms=85mWs (11

This corresponds approximately to the maximum energy
loss of activation circuit 5 in the first firing mode. Equation
(12) holds for the heat dissipation by using the heat model:

E_ WL (1 1.4y,=31.27TmWs(1-e"">")=8 1m] (12)
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In the worst case, the load of activation circuit 5 in the
second firing mode for second triggering element LEA is
obtained from equation (13):

E limit_design(LEA)n :EmaX(LEA W -E_

WL (1 £.4y,~66mWs-8.1mWs=57.9mWs (13)

This value approximates the load of activation circuit 5 in
the first firing mode.
EZimitﬁdesign(ZP):57 mWs
EZin’titidesign(LEA)}/IZS8 mWs

Specific embodiments of the present invention may advan-
tageously control different firing circuit loads, which have,
for example, a largely ohmic pyrotechnic firing circuit having
an inductance in the uH range as well as a circuit having
low-energy actuators (LEA) having an inductance in the mH
range, in such a way that a largely area-neutral integration of
the activation circuit is made possible. This means that spe-
cific embodiments of the present invention may be used for
activation of ohmic triggering elements as well as of induc-
tance triggering elements. This results in an activation circuit,
which may operate the firing pellet at the operating point as
well as the LEA operating point at the same surface area,
including the faults.

The functions of logic gates G1, G2, G3 presented here
may of course also be replaced by a strict NAND or NOR
logic. Furthermore, the functions and control signals pre-
sented here may also be generated by processing a software
program through an evaluation and control unit designed as a
computing unit.

What is claimed is:

1. A method for controlling at least one triggering element
for a passenger protection unit, comprising:

establishing, by a high-side control circuit, a first connec-

tion from an energy source to the at least one triggering
element;

establishing, by a low-side control circuit, a second con-

nection from the at least one triggering element to
ground;

regulating, by a regulating device, a firing current for the at

least one triggering element;
selecting, by an evaluation and control unit, one of a plu-
rality of firing modes as a function of the at least one
triggering element, such that a first firing mode that
provides a first firing current is selected for an essentially
ohmic triggering element, and a second firing mode that
provides a second firing current is selected for an essen-
tially inductive triggering element, wherein a time char-
acteristic of the first firing current is different than a time
characteristic of the second firing current; and

performing, by the evaluation and control unit, a current
monitoring function which generates at least one control
signal that limits the output firing currents in time as a
function of the instantaneous firing mode.

2. The method as recited in claim 1, wherein, when the first
firing mode is selected, the generated at least one control
signal includes a first control signal that has a constant first
activation time period and that is applied to the regulating
device for regulating the first firing current.

3. The method as recited in claim 2, wherein, when the
second firing mode is selected, the generated at least one
control signal includes a second control signal that has a
variable activation time period and that is applied to the
regulating device for regulating the second firing current.

4. The method as recited in claim 3, wherein the second
control signal is generated in the second firing mode by a
logic combination of at least two additional control signals.
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5. The method as recited in claim 4, wherein a maximum
activation time period of the second control signal in the
second firing mode is defined by a third control signal, and a
minimum activation time period of the second control signal
is defined by a fourth control signal in the second firing mode.
6. The method as recited in claim 5, wherein a fifth control
signal is generated from an output signal of a monitoring
device, and wherein the second control signal in the second
firing mode is generated by combining the fifth control signal,
the fourth control signal, the third control signal, and such that
the activation time period of the second control signal is
between the minimum and the maximum activation time peri-
ods.
7. A system for activating at least one triggering element
for a passenger protection unit, comprising:
a high-side control circuit configured to establish a first
connection from an energy source to the at least one
triggering element;
a low-side control circuit configured to establish a second
connection from the at least one triggering element to
ground;
a regulating device configured to regulate a firing current
for the at least one triggering element; and
an evaluation and control unit configured to:
select, in accordance with a presetting, one of a plurality
of firing modes for the at least one triggering element,
such that a first firing mode that provides a first firing
current is selected for an essentially ohmic triggering
element, and a second firing mode that provides a
second firing current is selected for an essentially
inductive triggering element, wherein a time charac-
teristic of the first firing current is different than a time
characteristic of the second firing current; and

perform a current monitoring function for generating at
least one control signal that limits the output firing
currents in time as a function of the instantaneous
firing mode.

8. The system as recited in claim 7, wherein the at least one
control signal, in the first firing mode, includes a first control
signal having a constant first activation time period and that is
applied to the regulating device for regulating the first firing
current.

9. The system as recited in claim 8, wherein the at least one
control signal, in the second firing mode, includes a second
control signal having a variable activation time period and
that is applied to the regulating device for regulating the
second firing current.

10. The system as recited in claim 9, further comprising a
monitoring device, wherein:

a maximum activation time period of the second control

signal is defined by a third control signal;

a minimum activation time period of the second control
signal is defined by a fourth control signal;

the evaluation and control unit is configured to generate a
fifth control signal from an output signal of the monitor-
ing device; and

the second control signal is generated in the second firing
mode by combining the third, fourth and fifth control
signals, such that the second control signal has an acti-
vation time period which is between the minimum and
the maximum activation time periods.

11. A method for controlling at least one triggering element

for a passenger protection unit, comprising:

combining circuitry so that they form (a) a high-side con-
trol circuit configured to establish a first connection
from an energy source to the at least one triggering
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element, and (b) a low-side control circuit configured to
establish a second connection from the at least one trig-
gering element to ground;

arranging a regulating device so that it is able to regulate a
firing current for the at least one triggering element;

providing an evaluation and control unit that is configured
to select one of a plurality of firing modes as a function
of the at least one triggering element, such that a first
firing mode that provides a first firing current is selected
for an essentially ohmic triggering element, and a sec-
ond firing mode that provides a second firing current is
selected for an essentially inductive triggering element,
wherein a time characteristic of the first firing current is
different than a time characteristic of the second firing
current; and

arranging the evaluation and control unit so that it is able to
perform a current monitoring function which generates
at least one control signal that limits the output firing
currents in time as a function of the instantaneous firing
mode.

12. The method as recited in claim 11, wherein, when the

first firing mode is selected, the generated at least one control
signal includes a first control signal that has a constant first
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activation time period and that is applied to the regulating
device for regulating the first firing current.

13. The method as recited in claim 12, wherein, when the
second firing mode is selected, the generated at least one
control signal includes a second control signal that has a
variable activation time period and that is applied to the
regulating device for regulating the second firing current.

14. The method as recited in claim 13, wherein the second
control signal is generated in the second firing mode by a
logic combination of at least two additional control signals.

15. The method as recited in claim 14, wherein a maximum
activation time period of the second control signal in the
second firing mode is defined by a third control signal, and a
minimum activation time period of the second control signal
is defined by a fourth control signal in the second firing mode.

16. The method as recited in claim 15, further comprising
providing a monitoring device such that a fifth control signal
can be generated from an output signal of the monitoring
device, wherein the second control signal in the second firing
mode is generated by combining the fifth control signal, the
fourth control signal, the third control signal, and such that the
activation time period of the second control signal is between
the minimum and the maximum activation time periods.
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